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Around the World:
The Rights of Children in Our Changing Climate
By Lori Probasco
The Paris Agreement aims to bolster the global response to climate change. It is also the
first international treaty on climate change that mentions human rights. In the preamble, the Paris
agreement states "Parties should, when taking action to address climate change, respect, promote
and consider their respective obligations on human rights." 133 countries have signed on to the
Paris Agreement, including the United States. However, during his campaign, President Donald
Trump pledged to withdraw from the Paris Agreement. He also pledged to renew coal, oil, and
natural gas production, all of which largely contribute to the negative effects of climate change.
Many environmental advocates have concerns if President Trump follows through on his
campaign promise, as to what the impact from this will be. One thing is clear, however - the
impact of climate change will have far reaching effects seen all over the world. In order to
minimize the harm caused by such policy changes, the United Nations should consider climate
change issues to be a children's rights issue.
Some climate change and children advocacy groups are pushing the United Nations to
hold countries that do not abide by appropriate climate change standards to be in violation of the
rights of children, promulgated by the Committee on the Rights of the Child (CRC). A proposal
submitted to the United Nations pushes for a climate change agreement that specifies a
"scientific standard for protecting children and children's rights from the dangerous threats posed
by unabated climate destabilization." As the climate change crisis becomes more urgent, children
will be disproportionately impacted by the consequences.
As the Earth's climate changes, droughts and other weather crises will occur, and food
and water will become more and more scarce. This scarcity will disproportionately affect
children. For example, children living in areas with limited access to water and food are likely to
suffer from a lack of education. There are many factors that explain why droughts and food
scarcity are linked to education. First, the school itself may have to close due to a lack of water.
Even when schools are available, families may be unable to send their children. Droughts and
food shortages lead to poverty, which can render parents and children unable to pay their school
fees. Furthermore, children may have to forgo schooling in order to complete tasks such as
fetching water from long distances, or supplementing their families' income with their own
employment.
Studies show that education decreases poverty rates, decreases the spread of diseases,
and increases life spans. It can also decrease conflict and promote gender equality. Education can
also help people cope with the effects of climate change. Studies have shown that improved
education can help people prepare and recover from natural disasters brought on by climate
change. Education improves people's ability to perceive risks and process information. This
allows communities to manage and cope when natural disasters may hit. When children are
denied education because of the effects of climate change, they are more susceptible to the other
effects of climate change.
In addition to decreased educational opportunity, climate change impacts the childrens'
health. Water scarcity can force families and children to drink unclean water in order to survive,
leading to disease. Climate change disrupts natural ecosystems, which also leads to the spread of
diseases. Changes in temperatures can lengthen the time that parasitic diseases live in certain
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areas. Children have more exposure to these pesticides and pollution because they drink more
water and breathe more air per unit of body weight. Therefore, children generally have a greater
chance of catching these diseases. Children are also more likely to catch these because children's
immune systems are not yet fully developed and they typically have a harder time fighting these
diseases off. Furthermore, because climate change is leads to diseases emerging in places where
they have never appeared before, physicians are not always able to respond correctly to
outbreaks, as they have not had the training or experience in these emerging diseases.
With drought comes food scarcity, which can also occur because of floods and other
extreme weather conditions brought on by climate change. Heightened food scarcity leads to
malnutrition. This malnutrition also greatly increases the risk of disease in children, and can
make them incapable of fighting off infections. As climate change continues to worsen,
malnutrition and its effects will increase rates of childhood mortality.
Droughts and famine caused by climate change can also result in extreme poverty,
especially in developing countries. This poverty is harmful to children for many reasons
including, as discussed above, lack of education and decreased health. But children can be
harmed by poverty in many other ways, as families are sometimes forced to take drastic
measures in order to survive.
A study done in Bangladesh showed that extreme poverty - which has been partially due
to natural disasters and climate change - has led to a high rate of child marriages. Parents
interviewed in Bangladesh said that marrying off a child was a way to save the family from
starvation, as the family would have one less mouth to feed, and the child would be provided for
elsewhere. Fear of natural disasters also motivated families to marry off children. In one
instance, a family feared losing their home to river erosion. For many families, marrying off their
daughters seems like the best option for both the daughters and the families. However, many of
these child marriages lead to abuse, early pregnancy, and lack of education.
These are just some of the many disproportionate effects climate change has had on
children that have led advocates from Our Children's Trust, Earth Guardians, and Global
Initiative for Economic, Social and Cultural Rights to submit a proposal to the United Nations.
The proposal echoes the Paris Agreement's recognition of the effect of climate change on human
rights as an important first step, the CRC to take further steps. The proposal states that the
emission standards set out in the Paris Agreement would actually increase emissions and lead to
a catastrophic temperature increase. Instead, the proposal urges governments to use scientific
standards that would stabilize the climate and protect children from the effects of an increased
temperature. Under the proposal, the failure of States to abide by these standards should be
considered "a violation of the rights protected by the CRC, of the current and future children of
the world."
Climate change affects and will continue to affect everyone. However, it is our children
that will suffer the greatest as the earth warms, causing widespread poverty, disease, and water
scarcity. It's time that the world hold countries that cannot abide by international climate
agreements responsible for the damage done to the lives of the world's children.
Sources
Benoit Mayer, Human Rights in the ParisAgreement, 6 CLIMATE LAW 109, 109 (2016).

https://lawecommons.luc.edu/clrj/vol37/iss2/6

2

Probasco: Around the World: The Rights of Children in Our Changing Climate

Around the World

259

James Hansen, et al, "Assessing "DangerousClimate Change: Required Reduction of Carbon
Emissions to Protect Young People, Future Generations and Nature" 8 PLOS ONE 1, 8 (2013)
John Sutter, The ParisAgreement is Bigger than Trump.. .Isn't It?, CNN (February 22, 2017)
available from: http://www.cnn.com/2017/02/22/world/sutter-trump-paris-agreement/
Kristie L. Ebi, PhD, MPH, et al., Climate Change and Children, 54 PEDIATR CLIN N AM, 213,
217 (2007)
Marry Before Your House is Swept Away: Child Marriage in Bangladesh, HUMAN RIGHTS
WATCH (2015)

Paris Agreement, recital 12.
Paris Agreement, The, UNITED NATIONS FRAMEWORK CONVENTION ON CLIMATE CHANGE (2016)
available from: http://unfccc.int/paris_agreement/items/9485.php
Perry E. Sheffield and Philip J. Landrigan, "Global Climate Change and Children's Health:
Threats and Strategiesfor Prevention" 119 ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH PERSPECTIVES 291, 29
2(2011)
Robert McSweeney, Education is "Top Priority"for Climate Change Adaptation Study Shows,
CARBON BRIEF (November 27, 2014) available from: https://www.carbonbrief org/education-istop-priority-for-climate-change-adaptation-study-shows
Submission to UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, State ObligationsRegarding
Children'sRights and Climate Change, (2016) available from:
https://staticl.squarespace.com/static/571dl09b04426270152febe0/t/57bfOff5ebbdlafb36a4c4e3/
1472139275560/OCT+et+al.+CRC+Submission.pdf
Susana Sanz-Caballero, Children's rights in a changing climate: a perspectivefrom the United
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, 13 ETHICS IN SCIENCE AND ENVIRONMENTAL
POLITICS 1,5 (2013)

Published by LAW eCommons, 2020

3

